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FeaturePalaeontologist Richard Fortey has produced a fascinating ‘biography’ of 
London’s Natural History Museum, writes Nigel Williams.




There can be little in common 
between most natural historians and 
the recently emerging creationists 
who wish to deny evolution. But one 
crumb of comfort is the creationists’ 
wish to create a ‘museum’ as is 
the case in Kentucky. At least one 
word has not been devalued by their 
agenda.
With museums under increasing 
financial, cultural and managerial 
pressures, this status is at least 
cheering for Richard Fortey, a recently 
retired palaeontologist at the Natural 
History Museum in London, who has 
written what amounts to a biography 
of this remarkable institution.
Fortey believes that you can 
judge a society by the way it values 
its museums, their collections and 
curators. Certainly, the Natural 
History Museum began in the 
grandest of styles and commitments. 
But it has had many troubles since. 
The book, however, delights in the 
details of the stories of those who 
have worked there during Fortey’s 
thirty-year tenure and the enduring 
appeal and needs of the collections.
Fortey nails his colours firmly to 
the mast of evolution, which he sees 
as under increasing threat. “The 
descent of life through evolutionary 
processes is not a ‘theory’ in the 
sense that creationists would have 
us believe. So overwhelming is the 
evidence for evolution by descent 
that one could say that it is as secure 
as the fact that the Earth goes round 
the Sun and not the other way round. 
Every new discovery about the 
genome is consistent with evolution 
having happened,” he writes. 
“Whether we find it appealing or not 
is another question, but personally 
I like being fourth cousin to a 
mushroom, and having a bonobo as 
a closest living relative,” he says.
But, while Fortey is angry about 
the anti-evolution lobby, his book is more focused on those people that 
have helped to make the Natural 
History Museum a global player in 
biology.
He notes the cathedral-like design 
of the building, pushed through by 
the formidable Richard Owen, who 
argued the need for a separate site 
for the natural history collections 
at the British Museum. “History has 
been kinder to Owen than might have been the case. He is recognised as 
one of the leading anatomists, an 
outstanding scientific organizer, even 
if his dreams were transmuted.”
Fortey describes his awe at the 
summons to an interview at the 
museum with the penetrating eyes 
of Owen staring down at him from a 
portrait in the interview room.
Fortey got the job and began his 
lifelong association with the museum 
in the Palaeontology Department. But 
Fortey was curious and describes 
his wanderings around the museum’s Gothic grandeur: London’s Natural History Museum was designed to create awe amongst the 
visitors at the display of nature’s diversity. (Photo: Natural History Museum London.)
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the public galleries. He described a 
‘Gormenghast’ to which he would 
have had little access without the 
right keys. On encountering ‘Dry 
Store Room No.1’ — a bizarre 
collection of dessicated specimens 
not considered worthy of display to 
the public — he creates a metaphor 
for his own store of memories of 
working in this remarkable place.
Characters abound and material 
considered to be of little value is 
shown to be crucial to up-to-date 
understanding.
He describes work by David Reid 
with S.T. Williams on tropical winkles 
over the past ten years which has 
enlivened the collections. The 
phylogenetic trees produced from 
molecular sequence data revealed 
that species from Australia and 
Africa were evolutionarily quite 
separate — so much so that they 
might be separated into different 
genera, called Australolittorina and 
Afrolittorina, respectively. “The most 
startling fact I learned about these 
two genera is that the nine species 
now recognized as belonging to 
them were formerly thought of as 
but a single highly variable species.” 
Furthermore, “there are species of 
Australolittorina and Afrolittorina  
that are completely indistinguishable 
on the basis of the shape and 
ornament of their shells. Yet their 
molecules tell us that they had 
separate evolutionary origins,” he 
writes.
 More colourfully, Fortey describes 
the ‘herring man’, Peter Whitehead. 
While noted for his aristocratic airs 
and sexual liaisons, he was the 
museum’s expert on clupeid fish and 
became famous briefly in the world 
of non-ichthyologists for discovering 
a lost Mozart manuscript. “It is 
surprising where the pursuit of 
herrings can lead,” writes Fortey. 
“He was searching for a sixteenth 
century work that included very early 
illustrations of Brazilian herring,” 
writes Fortey. “After much dogged 
research he eventually traced the 
collection to the Jagielion Library in 
Krakow, where much of its natural 
history and music was safely 
preserved, including a Mozart score. 
Fortunately for Peter, his discovery 
was corroborated.”
But how the government managed 
the museum, where permanent 
employees were given life tenure as Victorian pride: While happy to follow the gothic style for their new museum, the architects 
were proud to show off the steel girders of modern construction techniques. (Photo: Natural 
History Museum London.)‘civil servants’, has been a source 
of recent trouble. When the Natural 
History Museum split off from its 
parent body, another set of twelve 
Trustees were appointed. “These 
worthies still meet a few times a year, 
at which time the director has to 
present his policies and resolutions 
for approval. The word of the 
Trustees is still passed down to the 
shop floor with all the gravity of holy 
writ being handed down on tablets of 
stone,” writes Fortey.
As with many aspects of British 
life, Mrs Thatcher transformed 
the way the museum worked. 
In the 1980s the composition of 
the Trustees changed. “Now it 
was deemed appropriate to have 
successful business persons as a 
sizeable proportion of the Trustees,” 
he says. Out went the bishops and in 
came the Chief Executive Officers.
“Black Rolls-Royces pulled up 
on Trustees’ days as the Head of 
Whatever plc made a slot in his busy 
life to oversee the policies of a great 
museum full of butterflies, trilobites 
and exhibitions.”However, it was not all bad, as 
Fortey recounts. The businessman 
Gerald Ronson became an 
enthusiastic fundraiser before 
becoming embroiled in a court case 
over his business dealings.
But Fortey’s overriding ambition 
in his book is to emphasise the 
importance of the collections. “The 
collections are there to inform and 
inspire the whole world, and not just 
a small corner of it. I am not much 
of a post colonialist, and I don’t 
necessarily admire the principles on 
which the collections were made. 
But I do understand the primacy of 
collections as a record of the world, 
both human and natural. There is 
more to collections than the golden 
rule about never throwing things 
away. There is inherent value in 
having people ‘know their stuff’. 
The apparent esoteric can suddenly 
illuminate unsuspected areas of 
knowledge. Those who have devoted 
their lives to collections — obdurate 
people, odd people, admirable 
people — actually make a museum 
what it is and should be.”
